
As the world grapples with the fast-spreading Omicron variant, health experts are increasingly recommending the use of medical-grade masks instead of cloth face coverings to help prevent coronavirus transmission.
While there are no local, state, or federal laws that mandate the use of certain masks over others, one West Coast museum has taken matters into its own hands, revamping its masking policy this week.The Los Angeles
Museum of Contemporary Art (MOCA) is now asking visitors to arrive wearing a surgical, KN95, N95, or KF94 face mask. If the visitor does not have one of the approved masks, MOCA can provide a surgical mask, a
museum spokesperson told Hyperallergic.Cloth masks, neck gaiters, open-chin triangle bandanas, and face coverings containing valves, mesh material, or holes of any kind are not acceptable, the museum said in an
Instagram post.We have updated our mask policy to keep everyone safe at MOCA! Upon arrival to MOCA, please wear a surgical, KF94, KN95, or N95 face mask that covers your nose and mouth. Cloth masks are no
longer acceptable.Thank you for helping us protect our staff &amp; visitors!  pic.twitter.com/dPRJMUa7cy&mdash; MOCA (@MOCAlosangeles) January 11, 2022The move came shortly after the California Department of
Public Health published updated guidance ranking the effectiveness of masks, with N95 masks being the gold standard. KF94s and KF95s came in second, while fabric masks with three or more cloth layers were labeled
as least effective.Wearing any mask is better than none in curbing the spread of COVID-19, and the US Centers for Disease Control and Preventions (CDC) has not changed its guidelines to rule out cloth masks at this
stage. However, research shows that some face coverings are significantly more protective than others: a recent study found that the risk of transmission can be reduced by a factor of 75 when both the infectious and
susceptible individuals are wearing wear N95-style masks (compared to regular surgical masks). Institutions and businesses are finding ways to adapt to the rapidly-changing virus panorama as Omicron cases continue to
soar nationwide. Like MOCA, several universities have also banned cloth face coverings, while the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York City is requiring booster shots for all its employees.But don&#8217;t toss
your cloth mask just yet: MOCA says you can still wear one, so long as it&#8217;s combined with a medical-grade option. The LA museum and many others continue to sell artist-designed cloth coverings at their gift
shops. Double-masking is only recommended for surgical masks; N95 masks should not be used with any other face coverings.  I first met Jiha Moon in 2000, when she was in the MFA program at the University of Iowa.
Later, I learned that she was born in Daegu, South Korea, in 1973, and came to the United States in the late 1990s, after earning her BFA and MFA in Korea. At that point, she was working largely in painting and
printmaking. In 2012, she was awarded a grant from the Museum of Contemporary Art of Georgia, which she used to sign up at a local clay studio in Atlanta, where she has lived for many years.&nbsp;The reason I
mention these facts about Moonâ€™s life is that in her current exhibition of paintings and ceramics, Jiha Moon: Stranger Yellow at Derek Eller Gallery (January 6 â€“ February 5, 2022), she joins together images and
symbols from the different cultures where she has lived, from her upbringing in a city known for its textiles (Daegu) to her many years as a resident of the only city to be set on fire during the Civil War, the birthplace of
Martin Luther King Jr. and the Civil Rights movement, and the city where a man, targeting Asian women, shot six to death during another wave of anti-Asian hate crimes in 2021.Installation view of Jiha Moon: Stranger
Yellow at Derek Eller New YorkIn nearly every work, the color yellow â€” as stylized brushstroke, sinuous wave, or banana peel â€” plays a role. While some might see Moonâ€™s work as a hybrid of East and West, I
agree with the great Antillean writer Edouard Glissant that â€œhybridâ€• conveys predictability. Glissantâ€™s term â€œcreolization,â€• which underscores the continuous flux and absorption of different cultures and
locales, more accurately characterizes Moonâ€™s bricoleur approach to living in the Diaspora. Thatâ€™s because I always encounter something unpredictable in her art. And it is precisely her openness to using any
source â€” from classic Asian symbols to kitsch fantasy to Pop art to mall culture to Korean and American folk art â€” that makes her work flamboyant, captivating, odd, funny, smart, uncanny, comically monstrous, and
unsettling. And, most of all, over the top.There were times at the exhibition when I did not know how I was supposed to feel while looking at one of Moonâ€™s works, which achieve a deliciously vertiginous state of
ambivalence by bringing together a wide variety of diverse cultural sources. Moon has clearly pushed her work into fresh territory, and in her ceramics and paintings she is making that territory her own. Her art does not
resemble anyone elseâ€™s, and for that alone she should be getting far more attention than she has.&nbsp;Jiha Moon, Yellowave (Blue) (2021), ink and acrylic on Hanji mounted on canvas, 20 x 20 inchesThe painting
â€œYellowave (Stranger Yellow)â€• (2021) is a diptych done in ink and acrylic on Hanji, a traditional handmade Korean paper that dates back to the first century BCE, mounted on canvas. Moonâ€™s materials remind
viewers that her roots are not in Western painting, even as it has had an impact on her thinking and processes.&nbsp;Using a palette dominated by yellow with touches of turquoise, blue, and brown, she depicts
ribbon-like waves extending in from both sides toward the center. Overlapping as well as running parallel to each other, the layered waves partially cover four small rectangles, two in each panel. In one of the panels is the
silhouette of a turtle, as if seen from above, while the others convey different levels of legibility.&nbsp;The strength of â€œYellowave (Stranger Yellow)â€• lies in the ambiguity of the waves. Are they stylized brushstrokes,
blond tresses, or animated gusts of wind blowing across a landscape where we can glimpse fences, a symbol of two birds kissing, and the silhouettes of fortune cookies and turtles? Moon has moved away from her
earlier, more literal reference (Roy Lichtensteinâ€™s graphic image of a brushstroke) by dislodging it from any one-to-one reading. Starting out as a quotation, the brushstroke has morphed into another resonant sign in
her expanding vocabulary.&nbsp;In the painting â€œYellowave (Blue)â€• (2021), using a palette of deep blues, faded reds, yellows, and blacks, Moon depicts a blue and yellow streaked wave-brushstroke winding (or
unwinding) within the square format. The wave-brushstroke transforms into a creature that seems equal parts phoenix, dragon, snake, and squid. Her evocation of a state of continuous change has roots in Jackson
Pollockâ€™s drip paintings and the depictions of mythic dragons and phoenixes, which are mortal enemies, found throughout Asian art.&nbsp;Jiha Moon, Lucky Face (2021), earthenware, underglaze, glaze, synthetic
hair, 12.75 x 9.5 x 4.5 inchesThis seems to me the breakthrough that Moon has made in her paintings: they are an amalgamation of Eastern and Western sources, which cannot be easily taken apart. The joining of the
two has become seamless.&nbsp;If the exhibition consisted only of the three paintings, it would still amount to a remarkable accomplishment that addresses the construction of an unpredictable identity by someone living
in the Diaspora. The fact that it also contains more than 20 ceramic works elevates this show to another level. The simplest way to characterize her ceramics is to state that she has merged the vessel with a creature.
Sometimes the creature has a head, torso, and feet. Other times it is just a head, signified by a large, garish mouth full of menacing teeth.&nbsp;In her ceramics, Moon has synthesized face jugs, teapots, and incense
burners. She glazes and paints the entire surface, both inside and outside, and attaches various objects, including ceramic fortune cookies, banana peels, pinkish round forms topped by red nipples, and synthetic hair. I
think of her ceramics as household gods, mythic creatures, animal spirits, dolls, and idols, whose exact motivations remain elusive. Are they benign or sinister presences? Do they protect us? Or are they
tricksters?&nbsp;Jiha Moon, Full Moon Face Jug (2021), stoneware, earthenware, porcelain slip, underglaze, glaze, 17.5 x 13.5 x 8 inchesWhat connects this diverse body of work is Moonâ€™s penchant for painting
images and/or patterns on the surface, as well as adding on different representational objects. The result is a complex figural presence, which resists any quick reading. One sign of her increasing deftness is her repeated
use of ceramic fortune cookies, which retain their recognizable shape, but become different in each work, depending on how she paints their surface, and where they are placed. They can be eyes, ears, hats, or handles.
Meanwhile, the images she depicts run the gamut, from Milagros to Asian pop culture, from cosmic signs to comic symbols. By layering and colliding images from different cultures and beliefs, and by adding unwieldy
things to the surface, Moon underscores how difficult it is for an Asian woman to navigate American culture in order to make a space of oneâ€™s own, to quote Virginia Woolf. Moon has made that space with this
exhibition; it is a big space, which I am sure she will make even bigger.&nbsp;Jiha Moon: Stranger Yellow continues at Derek Eller Gallery (300 Broome&nbsp;Street, Manhattan) through February 5.  In 1938, the Pope of
Surrealism â€” AndrÃ© Breton â€” arrived in Mexico. According to Hayden Herrera in Frida: A Biography of Frida Kahlo, he pronounced it the â€œSurrealist place par excellence.â€• Pre-Hispanic gods lurked in the
collective unconscious, disguised as Catholic saints. The national psyche was fascinatingly Janus-faced: joie de vivre on one side, memento-mori fatalism on the other, with a streak of black humor down the middle.
Magical realism was an everyday affair, from the macabre festivity of the DÃa de Muertos to the axolotls â€” aquatic salamanders with uncannily human faces â€” paddling around Lake Xochimilco to the giant anteater
that had the run of the garden at Frida Kahloâ€™s Casa Azul, where Breton was staying. Here, â€œat the other end of the earthâ€• (by Bretonâ€™s reckoning), was a country where dreams bled into broad daylight,
where â€œcruelty and humorâ€• combined to make the magic potion that is â€œMexicoâ€™s secret.â€•As for Frida, she found her houseguest yawningly intellectual, as Breton biographer Mark Polizzotti tells it, a
self-important manifesto-maker. â€œI never knew I was a Surrealist until AndrÃ© Breton came to Mexico and told me I was one,â€• she deadpanned. She, and Mexico, werenâ€™t going to play nature to European
culture; exotic Other to Breton and his cafÃ©-society revolutionaries (or cacas, as she liked to call them, out of earshot).Even so, her desire to go beyond the social realism championed by her ardently Communist
husband, the muralist Diego Rivera, often took her into Surrealist waters. &nbsp;Herrera quotes one of her typically Surrealist pronouncements: â€œI would like to see lions come out of that bookshelf and not books.â€• A
devout Communist herself, she dismissed Surrealism as â€œa decadent manifestation of bourgeois art,â€• but took readily to techniques like automatism (free association), and to the notion that the subconscious is the
wellspring of our personal mythologies. â€œAfter 1938,â€• notes Herrera, Fridaâ€™s â€œpaintings became more complex, more penetrating, more disturbingly intense.â€•These tensions â€” between cultural
appreciation and cultural appropriation by Surrealists like Breton; between resistance to Surrealism as cultural imperialism, on anticolonial grounds, and the embrace of it as a universalist vision of freedom unfettered and
desire unbound â€” are the live wires running through the Metropolitan Museum of Artâ€™s Surrealism Beyond Borders.Installation view of Surrealism Beyond Borders (photograph by Anna Marie Kellen)Prepare to be
boggled: The show sprawls over 14 galleries, encompassing 45 countries and the movementâ€™s first 80 years. (I digested it at ruminative length over the course of two visits and still suffered an acute case of artburn,
although that may have been mask-induced hypoxia, who knows?)The â€œfirst extensive exhibition devoted to Surrealism from a transnational and transhistorical view,â€• according to the showâ€™s architects â€”
Stephanie Dâ€™Alessandro, Curator of Modern Art at the Met and Matthew Gale, Senior Curator at Large at Tate Modern â€” Surrealism Beyond Borders is nothing if not ambitious. The 
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